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Abstract 
Since the emergence of FactCheck.org in the United States in 2003, fact-checking interventions 
have expanded both domestically and globally. The Duke Reporter’s Lab identified nearly 100 
active initiatives around the world in 2016. Building off of previous exploratory work by 
Amazeen (2016), this research utilizes the framework of critical juncture theory to examine why 
fact-checking interventions are spreading globally at this point in time. Seen as a professional 
reform movement in the journalistic community (Graves, 2016b), historical research on reform 
movements suggest several possible factors influencing the emergence of fact-checking such as a 
decline in journalism, easy access to technology for the masses, and socio-political strife 
(McChesney, 2007; Pickard, 2015; Stole, 2006). The present study offers empirical support that  
fact-checking may be understood as a democracy-building tool that emerges where democratic 
institutions are perceived to be weak or are under threat and examines similarities between the 
growth of fact-checking interventions and previous consumer reform movements. As politics 
increasingly adopts strategies orchestrated by marketing and advertising consultants and agencies 
– exemplified in the Brexit referendum – political fact-checking may benefit from examining the 
path of consumer reform movements. For, before fact-checking can be effective at informing 
individuals, it must first establish itself within a structural environment. 
 
Keywords: consumer reform movements, critical juncture theory, fact-checking, journalism 
studies, political communication 
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Journalistic interventions: The structural factors affecting the global emergence of fact-checking 
The development and evolution of the internet has had profound effects on the 
information environment of society not seen since the invention of the printing press. The 
internet has disrupted the established order of production and dissemination of news, 
entertainment, and information. Whereas elite gatekeepers once largely determined the quantity 
and quality of mediated content, the distributed network model of present day media enables 
anyone with a keyboard and an internet connection to create and share their own content. 
Consequently, along with this democratization of content has come a tidal wave of 
misinformation. With the possible exception of healthcare, nowhere have the effects of this 
phenomenon been more dire than in the realm of politics as evidenced by the 2016 Brexit 
referendum. A central claim of Britain’s “Leave” campaign was that it was sending £350 million 
a week to the European Union (EU), a claim that turned out to be inaccurate (“UK’s EU 
membership,” 2016). Although the £350 million a week to the EU claim proved pervasive and 
insurmountable despite its misleading nature, the “Remain” campaign ultimately failed from 
inconsistent, often fearful messaging that resonated with few outside the bubble of London (Hall 
and Jardine, 2016; Thompson, 2016). Nonetheless, the Brexit campaign illustrates the necessity 
of vigilant fact-checking that the distributed network media model requires, particularly as other 
elections around the world force voters to confront misinformation in their own countries. But 
although fact-checking is emerging globally, its spread has been uneven. Drawing upon the 
theory of critical junctures and past exploratory research on global fact-checking, this paper 
empirically examines which structural factors may foster or constrain the development of fact-
checking interventions around the world. 
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Since 2003 and the emergence of FactCheck.org – the first sustained, modern fact-
checker in the US1 – the enterprise of fact-checking has expanded internationally. As of 
February, 2016, the Duke Reporter’s Lab identified 96 active initiatives around the world with 
recent additions in Brazil, Macedonia, Morocco, Nepal, Sweden and elsewhere. An additional 47 
projects were inactive but expected to change status as elections draw closer (Stencel, 2016). 
Historical research on critical junctures (McChesney, 2007) offers a useful framework within 
which to consider factors that may affect the emergence of fact-checking including 1) the state of 
journalism, 2) public accessibility of information technology, and 3) the socio-political 
environment. After explaining the origins and purpose of fact-checking, this paper draws upon 
the literature on consumer reform movements and the theory of critical junctures as potential 
frameworks to interpret the diffusion of fact-checking. Various databases are utilized for 
associative analyses to determine the relationship between the emergence of fact-checking and 
measures of democracy, internet penetration, perceived corruption, and press freedom. A 
discussion of the tension between fact-checking as a feature of healthy versus ailing democratic 
institutions is followed by broad conclusions about the future of fact-checking. 
Literature review 
Origins and purpose of fact-checking 
The roots of modern fact-checking can be traced from early 20th century America.2 Some 
of the first unofficial fact-checkers were the muckraking journalists who challenged the claims of 
patent-medicine producers. For example, the work of muckrakers like Samuel Hopkins Adams 
and Upton Sinclair facilitated the passage of federal regulations protecting consumers and 
legitimate businesses from unfair practices (Cassedy, 1964; Sulzberger, 2011). Other 
investigative journalists launched their own publications to challenge both industry 
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misinformation – such as George Seldes’ In Fact – as well as political misinformation – such as 
I.F. Stone’s Weekly (Dicke, 1995). Attention to political misinformation grew throughout the 
1990s as ad watch journalism took hold following the particularly contentious 1988 US 
presidential election (Amazeen, 2013; Graves, 2016b). The turn of the millennium heralded the 
emergence of web-based political fact-checkers, such as FactCheck.org in 2003 and both 
PolitiFact.com and the Washington Post’s Fact Checker in 2007, as well as non-political fact-
checkers like Snopes.com in 1995, HealthNewsReview.org in 2004, The Consumerist Blog in 
2005, and TruthInAdvertising.org in 2013. 
Fact-checking is distinguished from other forms of journalism in several ways. A primary 
characteristic is its focus on the accuracy of reported speech rather than on whether a reporter got 
a quote right. Furthermore, whereas traditional newsrooms strive to eliminate inaccuracies in 
their reporting, fact-checkers seek to publicize claims they determine are inaccurate (Amazeen, 
2013; Graves, 2016b). The fundamental goals of political fact-checking are threefold: educating 
the public, improving political behavior, and improving journalism. Its success at changing 
people’s beliefs has been mixed, with high partisans often clinging to misperceptions despite 
corrective information, especially on controversial topics (see Amazeen, 2015 for a review). But 
studies have also shown that fact-checking can reduce the likelihood that politicians will make 
inaccurate claims (Amazeen, 2013; Nyhan and Reifler, 2015a). On both factors, then, fact-
checking serves as an intervention to either inoculate individuals from future influence or reduce 
the likelihood that misinformation influences civic discourse to begin with. Furthermore, to the 
degree that fact-checking is perceived as a superior form of journalism, its diffusion can be 
construed as improving the profession. Indeed, compared to he-said/she-said reporting methods,3 
fact-checking is more effective at correcting false claims (Pingree, Brossard and McLeod, 2014; 
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Thorson, 2013). Thus, when journalism is distinguished with fact-checking practices, people 
have more favorable attitudes toward the media (Amazeen et al., 2016; Thorson, 2013). 
Although the literature on fact-checking is growing, some gaps in knowledge remain 
particularly regarding its diffusion. Various studies have begun to address how fact-checking 
spreads among audiences. For instance, familiar and credible sources on social media increase 
the likelihood of sharing a fact-check on social media (Hannak et al., 2014; Shin and Thorson, 
2017). Among practitioners, the spread or adoption of fact-checking procedures is driven more 
by the professional motives of journalists rather than by audience demand for fact-checking 
(Graves, Nyhan and Reifler, 2016). Broadly, the changing nature of instrumental and 
institutional factors has influenced the evolution of journalism including a reorientation toward 
collaborative news gathering (Graves and Konieczna, 2016) and renewed efforts to re-establish 
legitimacy and best practices (Lowrey, 2017). However, as Lowrey (2017) remarked, what are 
the external conditions that influence these changing internal logics? This study seeks to address 
this issue. 
An important factor in the emergence of modern fact-checkers is changing journalistic 
norms (Graves and Konieczna, 2016; Lowrey, 2017). Media organizations are increasingly 
encouraging audiences to leisurely and uncritically consume content in the service of an 
industrial marketplace (Turow, 2011; Stole, 2015). Moreover, Graves (2016b) attributes the 
emergence of modern fact-checkers to the breakdown of traditional objective reporting. In his 
assessment of the American political fact-checking movement, he outlined three broad factors 
influencing its emergence: changes in journalistic standards and practices, transformations in 
technology that reduced the gatekeeping role previously possessed by traditional news media, 
and the limitations of sensible public debate in a fractured and fragmented media landscape. He 
 7 
identified fact-checkers as “the core of a professional reform movement that sees the new genre 
as a response to the fragmentation of American public life over the last three decades” (Graves, 
2016b, 13).4 Consequently, if one conceives of the growth of fact-checking as a type of self-
regulatory effort, it can be thought of as akin to a type of reform movement that tends to occur in 
the wake of “critical junctures” (McChesney, 2007; Pickard, 2015), or an intervention taken 
when a threat is perceived.  
Reform movements and critical junctures 
Examining what has been learned about historic reform efforts may inform our 
understanding of the emergence of fact-checking around the world. In a sense, a reform 
movement is the (re-)emergence of a subordinate culture unwilling to hew to the uncritical 
acceptance of hegemonic power (Pickard, 2015). Reform movements have previously occurred 
in the wake of “critical junctures” (McChesney, 2007, 10) or, as Pickard (2015, 111) explains, 
“periods of rapid change marked by crisis and opportunity.” According to McChesney (2007), at 
least two of three conditions must be present for a critical juncture to occur: 1) a revolutionary 
communication technology that undermines existing systems – such as the emergence and 
evolution of the internet, 2) increasingly discredited or questionable legitimacy of journalism, 
and 3) severe social disequilibrium or political crisis where current structures fail and significant 
efforts for social reform emerge. Although critical juncture theory is a useful framework to 
employ when trying to make sense of long-term historical developments, it presents risks when 
making arguments related to contemporary phenomena. It can be difficult to know with any 
certainty that a critical juncture has occurred until a much later point in time.5 Nonetheless, 
where appropriate, evidence will be offered in the forthcoming pages that supports multiple 
dimensions of this theory. 
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In the US, consumer reform movements tend to recur approximately every 30 years 
(McChesney, 2007; Stole, 2006). A rough timeline of these movements estimates a first wave 
occurring toward the end of the Gilded Age into the Progressive Era (Herrmann and Mayer, 
1997; McChesney, 2007; Stole, 2006). It was during this time that muckrakers exposed horrific 
marketplace abuses such as adulterated food products and ineffective or dangerous patent 
medicines. This early branch of investigative journalism subsequently evolved into the emerging 
field of consumer journalism, ultimately changing the course of US political and social history 
with the ensuing federal regulations and product testing initiatives (Cron, 1997).  
The second reform wave occurred during the 1930s and involved demands for structural 
changes in the US communication systems (McChesney, 2007) as well as concerns about new 
and unfamiliar consumer products entering the marketplace, many of which were of questionable 
quality as the Depression dragged on (Herrmann and Mayer, 1997). Reform groups such as 
Consumers’ Research and Consumers Union emerged during this time period (Herrmann and 
Mayer, 1997; McChesney, 2007).  
During the 1960s/1970s, the third consumer reform movement emerged with a focus on 
changing the symbolic (rather than economic) functions of advertising. Vance Packard’s Hidden 
Persuaders (1957) and Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique (1963) were influential in this 
movement to change the images rather than the structure (Stole, 2006). At issue was a seemingly 
insecure populace increasingly reliant on ownership and consumption of advertised goods as a 
means of self-definition and identification. Concerns again arose following the post-war boom 
period about the exploitation of consumers and were coupled with new concerns over the 
environmental effects of unrestrained consumerism (Cross, 2009). 
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As of the late 1990s and into the turn of the 21st century, the US was in a fourth reform 
movement. Many activists are increasingly concerned with direct and indirect effects of 
commercialism and consumerism, including how they relate to issues such as sustainability and 
climate change (Stole, 2006). The concerns are now international in nature, with anxieties about 
global labor conditions, excessive commercialization and public health that echo previous waves 
of reform (Stole, 2015). As commercialization continues to encroach upon nearly all aspects of 
society (Ruskin and Schor, 2009), political elections are becoming increasingly like selling a 
potato chip or a microchip. Thus, the rise of political fact-checking may be akin to and an 
evolution of these consumer activism reform movements. 
Yet, an important point of difference between the two movements is that while many of 
the early consumer reforms were, at least in part, driven by grassroots social movements from 
below, the fact-checking movement has been initiated by professionals.6 Nonetheless, fact-
checking now relies, in part, on its audiences for support. For instance, some fact-checking sites, 
such as Factcheck.org, PolitiFact, Argentina’s Chequeado, and the UK’s Full Fact, have led 
successful crowdfunding campaigns (Mantzarlis, 2017). Furthermore, fact-checkers have turned 
to advice from the executive director of the Wikimedia Foundation – the nonprofit parent 
organization of the crowdsourced Wikipedia. They recognize that consumers are increasingly 
skeptical of news institutions, and to regain trust, their relationships with audiences need repair 
(Iannucci, 2017). Thus, just as consumer reform movements emerged from loss of trust in 
business and government institutions, fact-checking may be a symptom of decline among leading 
journalistic institutions. 
Although “modern” fact-checking that seeks to publicize political misinformation has 
only just begun to emerge internationally, past exploratory research indicated parallels to the 
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attributes common to critical junctures: a decline in journalism, changes in technology, and 
social and/or political crises and/or reforms (Amazeen, 2016). Consistent with Graves’ (2016b) 
observations about fact-checking in the US, its international spread also appears to be a reform 
effort to ameliorate declining systems of journalism around the world, ultimately as a means to 
serve the public interest. Changes in technology have facilitated this effort, while socio-political 
conflicts have ignited public action and demands for accountability (Amazeen, 2016).7 In this 
sense, fact-checking may be understood as a democracy-building tool that emerges where 
democratic institutions are perceived to be weak or are under threat. 
Hypotheses 
The state of journalism was one criterion associated with critical junctures (McChesney, 
2007). According to Freedom House’s annual report of press freedom, the 2015 global press 
measures were at their lowest point since 2004. The declines were attributed to political, criminal 
and terrorist organizations attempting to control or silence news organizations which stand in the 
way of their power. Although press freedom varies greatly, only 13% of the world’s population 
lives in a country with a free press where there is robust political news coverage, guaranteed 
safety for journalists, minimal state intrusion in media affairs, and few burdensome legal or 
economic pressures. Over two-thirds of the nearly 200 evaluated countries were considered to 
have only partial or no press freedom (Dunham, 2016). Furthermore, while there is considerable 
variety in the composition of fact-checkers globally – more than half are non-journalistic NGOs 
or university affiliated rather than attached to established news organizations – the movement 
has been led by journalists (Graves and Cherubini, 2016). Consequently, it is expected that there 
will be a positive relationship between a country’s press freedom and the presence of fact-
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checking efforts. The greater the freedom of press, the greater likelihood of the presence of one 
or more fact-checking organizations. 
H1: There is a positive relationship between press freedom and the presence/quantity 
of fact-checking organizations in a country. 
The theory of critical junctures also stipulates the presence of significant technological 
change as one of its criteria. For the journalism industry, the emergence of the internet has 
disrupted news conventions and revolutionized how people get their news (Allan, 2006). 
Audiences are increasingly turning to digital media as a source for news (Lu and Holcomb, 
2016). According to the 2016 Pew State of the Media report, 62% of US adults were getting their 
news from social media (Mitchell and Holcomb, 2016). But internet accessibility varies 
significantly based upon where one lives. For example, although nearly 9 in 10 people in North 
America have access to the internet (89%), less than half of all people living in Asia do (44%) as 
do only 29% of people living in Africa (Internet World Stats, 2016). Furthermore, given that 
more than half of the emerging fact-checking organizations outside of North America are 
independent of traditional press organizations (Stencel, 2016), the diffusion of fact-checkers is 
expected to be dependent upon penetration levels of the internet in a given country. Not only do 
fact-checkers rely upon the internet to spread their message, they also need it to conduct their 
investigations of claims (Amazeen, 2016). Thus, it stands to reason that: 
H2: There is a positive relationship between a country’s internet accessibility and the 
presence/quantity of fact-checking organizations in a country. 
Political and social instability is a final antecedent to a critical juncture. According to 
Transparency International, many parts of the world are rife with corruption such as child labor, 
human trafficking, poor education standards, environmental destruction and terrorism. In 2015, 
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over two-thirds of countries were categorized as having a serious corruption problem, including 
half of G20 countries (Beddow, 2016). Moreover, different levels of democratization seem to 
affect a country’s stability. Countries with full autocratic regimes or those that are partially 
democratized are more likely to experience conflict during periods of regime change than those 
with fully institutionalized democracies (Bernhard, Orsun and Bayer, 2016; Mansfield and 
Snyder, 1995). Thus, relationships between a country’s level of corruption and type of political 
regime are expected. However, the direction of the relationship is theoretically unclear. Although 
past exploratory research indicated that political strife was anecdotally related to the emergence 
of fact-checkers, it seems implausible to expect a negative relationship. Significant instability 
and corruption in a country would seem to make it more difficult for a fact-checking effort to 
gain traction given that past research has documented threats of imprisonment or death for these 
types of journalists (Amazeen, 2016). Consequently, a research question is used to address this 
relationship. 
RQ1: What is the relationship between a country’s socio-political environment and the 
presence/quantity of fact-checking organizations? 
Methods 
To examine whether and the degree to which critical juncture attributes are related to the 
global diffusion of fact-checkers, the following measures were analyzed:  
Internet accessibility: As a measure of revolutionary communication technologies, the 
internet penetration levels for 238 countries or territories were obtained. These data were 
acquired from the Internet World Stats (2016) site which calculates penetration rates based upon 
census data from the U.S. Census Bureau, Eurostats, and from local census agencies, as well as 
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internet usage information from Nielsen Online, the International Telecommunications Union, 
GfK, and other purported reputable sources (M = 0.52, SD = 0.29, N = 238).  
Press freedom: To approximate journalistic legitimacy, a measure of media independence 
was obtained from Freedom House (2016). Its annual report assesses the independence of print, 
broadcast and digital media organizations from 199 countries and territories globally. The 
numerical scores (0 = best, 100 = worst) represent expert assessments of the legal environment 
of the media, the political pressures that may influence reporting, and economic factors that may 
affect an individual’s ability to access news and information in a particular country (M = 48.68, 
SD = 23.83, N = 194). 
Political/social disequilibrium: Six measures were used as proxies for political or social 
unrest. Five of these measures were indices of democracy from University of Gothenburg V-
Dem Institute’s Varieties of Democracy dataset that are based upon composites of indicators 
such as regular elections, judicial independence, direct democracy, gender equality and freedom 
of expression, among many others (see Coppedge, et al., 2016a for detailed measure 
descriptions). The five standardized indices (N = 164) included deliberative democracy (M = 
1.69, SD = 0.99), egalitarian democracy (M = 1.74, SD = 0.93), electoral democracy (M = 2.23, 
SD = 0.92), liberal democracy (M = 1.73, SD = 0.98) and participatory democracy (M = 1.48, SD 
= 0.75) (Coppedge, et al., 2016b). Lower scores represent the presence of fewer democratic 
characteristics and higher scores represent the presence of more. The five items (α = .99) were 
averaged together to form a single index measure of democracy (M = 1.77, SD = 0.90). The 
remaining measure was a public-sector corruption perception index from Transparency 
International. Using a combination of surveys and assessments of corruption by a variety of 
purportedly reputable institutions, Transparency International provided a composite index across 
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168 countries and territories in 2015, with 0 representing highly corrupt and 100 representing 
very clean countries (Beddow, 2016; M = 42.52, SD = 20.06, N = 165). 
Fact-checking organizations: The presence and quantity of fact-checking organizations in 
countries around the world were based upon the Duke Reporter’s Lab annual census (N = 143). 
The Lab is an initiative of the DeWitt Wallace Center for Media and Democracy at Duke 
University’s Sanford School of Public Policy (Stencel, 2016). To be accounted for in the census, 
the following criteria were considered by the Reporter’s Lab: whether the organization examined 
all parties and sides; examined discrete claims and reached specific conclusions; tracked political 
promises; was transparent about its sources and methods; disclosed funding sources or any 
affiliations; and whether the organization’s primary mission was news and information (Adair 
and Stencel, 2016). 
Results 
The first hypothesis (H1) anticipated a positive relationship between a country’s press 
freedom and the presence of fact-checkers. A simple bi-variate correlation analysis between the 
two measures revealed a weak but statistically significant relationship (r = -.15, p < .05, one-
tailed, N = 194). In other words, the likelihood of a fact-checking organization being present in a 
country increased with greater press freedom. However, because the number of fact-checking 
organizations in the United States was a significant outlier comprising over one third of all fact-
checkers globally (N = 53), the analysis was rerun excluding the US. The relationship between a 
free press and the emergence of fact-checking organizations intensified in both strength and 
significance (r = -.25, p < .0001, one-tailed, N = 193), providing support to H1 (see Table 1). 
A second hypothesis (H2) predicted a positive relationship between a country’s internet 
accessibility and the quantity of fact-checking organizations in a country. A bi-variate correlation 
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again revealed a weak but statistically significant relationship (r = .15, p < .01, one-tailed, N = 
238) indicating that the greater the penetration of internet access in a country, the greater the 
likelihood a fact-checking organization was present. Excluding the US from the analysis once 
again resulted in a stronger, more robust relationship (r = .29, p < .0001, one-tailed, N = 237, see 
Table 1). Thus, H2 was supported.  
To explore the research question (RQ1) related to the relationship between a country’s 
socio-political environment and the presence of fact-checkers, a measure of the degree of 
perceived corruption was used. A bi-variate correlation between the 2015 Corruption Perceptions 
Index and the number of fact-checkers in a country revealed a weak, inverse relationship (r = 
.22, p < .01, two-tailed, N = 165). As corruption in a country increased, the presence of fact-
checking organizations decreased. Excluding the U.S. from this analysis intensified the inverse 
relationship (r = .37, p < .0001, two-tailed, N = 164, see Table 1). 
A secondary measure was also used to address RQ1: a country’s form of government. A 
bi-variate correlation analysis between a country’s Democracy Index (DI) and number of fact-
checking organizations revealed a positive relationship (r = .23, p < .01, two-tailed, N = 164). 
Excluding the US from the analysis nearly doubled the strength of this relationship (r = .44, p < 
.0001, two-tailed, N = 163, see Table 1). That is, as a country’s form of democratic governance 
increased, so did the likelihood that a fact-checking organization was present. 
To explore which of the four measures associated with critical junctures had the strongest 
relationship with the emergence of fact-checking in a country, a negative binomial regression 
model was specified with the number of fact-checking organizations as the dependent variable 
(excluding the US from the analysis).8 The independent variables included a country’s press 
freedom score, the internet penetration level of a country, its corruption perception index, and its 
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democracy index (see Table 2). The model was significant [X2 (4, 151) = 50.38, p < .0001]. Two 
variables were significantly associated with fact-checking organizations in a country: the 
democracy index (B = 0.77, p < .05) and internet penetration (B = 2.90, p < .01). For every 
increment in a country’s democratic governance, the expected log count of fact-checking 
organizations increased by .77. Similarly, for every increment in a country’s internet penetration, 
the expected log count of fact-checkers increased by 2.90 (see Table 2). In other words, as a 
country had increased democratic governance and internet accessibility, fact-checking 
organizations had a better chance of emerging. 
Discussion 
Consistent with prior qualitative research (Amazeen, 2016), the evidence examined in 
this study provides empirical support that the theory of critical junctures offers a useful 
conceptual framework in explaining, in part, the global emergence of fact-checkers. The present 
study indicates that two important factors contribute to the emergence of fact-checkers in a 
country: the degree of democratic governance and accessibility to the internet. As explained 
below, this is not to say that fact-checking is a sign of healthy democratic cultures; evidence 
instead points to democratic institutions under threat. Furthermore, although the extent of press 
freedom and corruption in a country were also individually associated with the emergence of 
fact-checkers, when each was considered simultaneously with the other variables held constant, 
these factors were not significantly associated on their own.  
One condition frequently present during critical junctures is severe social disequilibrium 
or political crisis where current frameworks fail and significant efforts for social reform emerge 
(McChesney, 2007). Past research provided anecdotal evidence of strife related to the emergence 
of fact-checking. For example, in Italy, one of its three fact-checking organizations emerged in 
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October 2012, in anticipation of what was one of the most heated political elections in that 
country’s history. Similarly, in Mexico, several fact-checking organizations emerged during the 
social unrest in that country. Despite democratic regime changes there, violence and corruption 
continue to perpetuate the instability. And in Turkey, the impetus for Dogruluk Payı was the 
Gezi protest. In these three examples, fact-checking emerged as the result of political failures 
(Amazeen, 2016). Yet, as evidenced in the current study, the lower the extent of democracy in a 
country, the less likely was the presence of a fact-checker. Nonetheless, the existence of fact-
checking in Iran, Egypt, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Nepal, Morocco, and Macedonia demonstrates 
that even with minimal democratic governance, fact-checking can emerge.9 This lends further 
strength to the argument that fact-checking is a democracy-building tool rather than the outcome 
of a healthy democratic culture. 
Another condition consistent with critical junctures involves revolutionary technological 
change (McChesney, 2007). As predicted, the present study demonstrates that access to the 
internet was, indeed, significantly associated with fact-checking emergence in a country. But 
there are actually dual accessibility issues to consider. Beyond the initial access to the internet as 
measured by this study, there is no guarantee that fact-checking reports will be readily available 
to the public. Even in countries where internet accessibility is high, fact-checkers are also 
challenged by the visibility or distribution of their material. According to survey data, roughly 
half of people in the US were still unfamiliar with fact-checking in 2014 (Nyhan and Reifler, 
2015b).10 It is likely that familiarity is lower in other countries because fact-checking diffusion is 
not as strong as it has been in the US. For example, the “Baloney Meter” in Canada does not 
have a great deal of visibility because people do not go to the Canadian Press news wire directly, 
and its stories are infrequently picked up in major Canadian news organizations (Amazeen, 
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2016). Even in the US, however, research has shown that fact-checking stories have little, if any, 
influence over the online news media agenda (Vargo, Guo, and Amazeen, 2017). 
With so many options for accessing media content, another challenge is the issue of 
selective exposure. Although the internet allows access to nearly infinite amounts of information, 
social and partisan media enable individuals to surround themselves with likeminded people and 
content, forming an echo chamber that can reinforce a particular world view (Klapper, 1960). 
Consequently, people can become resistant to fact-based evidence because they have acclimated 
to receiving information from trusted sources and never have their ideology challenged. As is 
well documented in the social science literature, fact-checking is vexed by motivated reasoning 
that blinds some people from accepting facts that do not support their chosen politician (Nyhan 
and Reifler, 2010; Taber and Lodge, 2006). Thus, although internet penetration is influential in 
the emergence of fact-checking, it is not a sufficient condition in isolation. Technology has made 
it possible for people to create and consume unlimited amounts of information that is not always 
good for us or a democratic society. 
Press freedom is another factor that had a significant association with the emergence of 
fact-checkers. As has been widely acknowledged, the quality and quantity of journalism has 
declined significantly in the US and around the world (Dunham, 2016; Gans, 2003; McChesney 
and Pickard, 2011). Since 2004, increasing partisanship and polarization have affected global 
media systems (Dunham, 2016). In the US, early newspapers were primarily political organs. 
But the rise in mass production and distribution of news brought the marketplace concerns of 
maximizing appeal (and profits). Thus, by the mid-20th century, many news organizations 
became less overtly partisan. The rise of cable television and eradication of the Fairness Doctrine 
swept in a new era of increasing partisan media in the U.S. during the latter part of the century. 
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Highly partisan media exist in other countries, as well, particularly with state-owned and/or 
private systems in Egypt, Libya, Syria, Turkey and China. In some parts of the world, journalists 
face increased marginalization, intimidation, persecution and/or physical violence (Dunham, 
2016). This study suggests that even though press freedom did not have a significant association 
with the emergence of fact-checking when considered with the other analyzed variables, in 
isolation it was associated with the practice. Thus, without a minimal amount of press freedom, 
fact-checking is unlikely to emerge or may do so from a location outside a country’s borders and 
likely at great personal risk to the affiliated journalists. Furthermore, even when press freedoms 
are enshrined into law, leadership changes can quickly erode these freedoms as seen in the US in 
2017. 
Strongly related to the type of governance in a country is the degree of perceived 
corruption. Previous research has shown that some of the most significant challenges to fact-
checking are dependent upon the socio-political environment in which the organization exists. 
Even in some countries with democratically-elected leaders, fact-checkers must be wary of the 
language they use in their articles or how they raise funding for fact-checking. For example, in 
Turkey, establishing a “lie of the year” is risky because it can be perceived as insulting the 
President which has previously resulted in criminal charges against journalists. Mexico may be 
even more perilous as nearly 80 journalists were killed between 2010 and 2015 with threats 
emanating from those with governmental power (Amazeen, 2016). Thus, although increasing 
public perceptions of corruption have been offered by journalists as one reason driving the 
emergence of fact-checking (Amazeen, 2016), its empirical relationship to the presence of fact-
checkers in a country is modest, at best. Countries with high levels of corruption tend to be less 
democratic and have diminished press freedoms. 
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Beyond the broad structural factors fostering the emergence of fact-checking 
organizations, two final observations are worth emphasizing. First, it is important to consider the 
way that journalists interpret their own fact-checking initiatives within a particular historical or 
political context (Zelizer, 1993). Quite consistently, various historical milestones in fact-
checking have been described as a response to journalistic or political failures even in advanced 
democratic societies (Graves, 2016b). The previously mentioned Gezi protests from which fact-
checking emerged in Turkey was a response to government failure to protect free speech 
(Amazeen, 2016). Even in the US, a pre-cursor to fact-checking was the rise of adwatch 
reporting following the failure of news media to critically report on the 1988 presidential election 
ads (Amazeen, 2013; Graves, 2016b). Second, particularly beyond the US, fact-checking is often 
understood as a means of building or reforming democratic institutions, including the press. This 
is in spite of the prominence of non-journalistic/non-governmental organizations and universities 
involved in fact-checking internationally; fewer than half of global fact-checking organizations 
are affiliated with traditional news media outlets (Graves, 2016a; Graves and Cherubini, 2016). 
Thus, both of these points make the key insights of this study less obvious than they might seem 
to those unfamiliar with the nuances of this media ecosystem: although measures of press 
freedom and democratization are important predictors of where fact-checking emerges, rather 
than a sign of healthy democratic culture, fact-checking is an intervention for institutional 
reform. 
Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Research 
As political persuasion and propaganda efforts continue to grow around the world, it is 
important to understand the structural conditions fostering journalistic interventions that may 
inoculate and arm individuals with the information needed for participation in civic society. 
 21 
Preceded by the investigative muckraking journalists of over a hundred years ago, the re-
emergence, evolution and diffusion of fact-checking signals a global reform era. As with other 
types of accountability journalism, the costs of funding fact-checking are high and are 
underrepresented in the marketplace (Hamilton, 2016). But as fact-checking is able to point to a 
more accurately informed public and with demonstrable influences on policy outcomes, 
Hamilton (2016) predicts more favorable perceptions of these types of organizations as reputable 
brands offering unique information not readily accessible elsewhere. Indeed, recent experimental 
studies have shown that offering fact-checking journalism results in more favorable evaluations 
of a media organization (Amazeen et al., 2016; Thorson, 2013) and that its legitimacy is growing 
(Lowrey, 2017). Furthermore, to lower the costs of this labor-intensive type of journalism, 
Hamilton (2016) suggests increased collaboration among news organizations – a 
recommendation already being implemented by fact-checkers. Following two global summits on 
fact-checking, the International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN)11 was formed in October, 2015. 
This is another area where the emergence of fact-checking resembles the consumer reform 
movements of the past which organized into an International Organisation of Consumers Unions 
(now Consumers International) in 1960 (Brobeck, 1997). Thus, as politics increasingly adopts 
strategies orchestrated by marketing and advertising consultants and agencies – exemplified in 
the Brexit referendum – political fact-checking would benefit from examining the path of 
consumer reform movements. As demonstrated in this paper, there are several structural 
commonalities between the two movements. 
As with any research effort, however, certain limitations require acknowledgement. 
Despite the similarities highlighted in this paper between consumer and journalistic reform 
movements, points of difference exist. Beyond the differences in the grassroots versus 
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professional composition of participants previously addressed, there is an important distinction in 
the tacit aspirations of these movements. While the former achieved new regulatory regimes, the 
latter are just as concerned with protecting their institution from evolving and even disintegrating 
journalistic norms as they are with reforming it. Moreover, in addition to the previously 
mentioned limitations of employing the lens of critical juncture theory, it should be emphasized 
that the measures used in this analysis are proxies for the conditions described by critical 
junctures. For instance, the condition of political crisis may not be fully captured by the 
measures of democratization and corruption and may vary depending upon the underlying 
political context. Nonetheless, the evidence clearly establishes that each of the proxies for critical 
junctures do indeed relate to the appearance of fact-checking organizations around the world. 
The present study begins to establish the external conditions conducive to the emergence 
of fact-checking around the world. For, before fact-checking can be effective at informing 
individuals, it must first establish itself within a structural environment. This point-in-time 
analysis may benefit from the addition of trend data that show how changing conditions leading 
up to the emergence of a fact-checking organization may have been influential. Moreover, 
measuring which global public attitudes relate to the emergence, growth, and acceptance of fact-
checking may also prove beneficial. As globalization continues, we can all benefit from 
journalistic attempts to hold those in power to account for their claims; claims which may 
increasingly have international implications given the economic, immigration, and 
environmental concerns facing the world. And as one participant in the global fact-checking 
effort of the 2014 G-20 summit observed, it is impossible to sum up these types of issues from 
the perspective of one country, alone (Mantzarlis, 2015). 
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Table 1. Relationship Between Critical Juncture Factors and Global Fact-checking 
Organizations+ 
 # Fact-checkers 
 r 
Press Freedom -0.25** 
 N = 194 
  
Internet Penetration 0.29** 
 N = 237 
  
Corruption Perception Index 0.37* 
 N = 164 
  
Democracy Index 0.44* 
 N = 163 
Note: *p < .0001 (two-tailed). **p < .0001 (one-tailed). +Analysis excludes US. 
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Table 2. Predictors of the Number of Political Fact-checking Organizations Globally 
 
Model 
 B Exp (B) 
Internet Penetration  2.90 (.93)** 18.17 
Press Freedom  0.01 (.02)   1.01 
Corruption Perception Index -0.01 (.01)   0.99 
Democracy Index  0.77 (.34)*   2.16 
Intercept -3.55 (1.55)  
X2 50.38  
N 155  
Note: Estimation by negative binomial regression. Analysis excludes the US. Standard 
errors in parentheses. *p < .05, **p < .01. 
 
                                                      
1 An earlier fact-checking organization named “Spinsanity” emerged in 2001 and was briefly 
carried by the Philadelphia Inquirer, but disbanded after the 2004 U.S. presidential election 
(Graves, 2016b). 
2 Although Graves (2016a) notes the emergence of the French weekly investigative newspaper, 
Le Canard Enchaîné, in 1915 (European News, n.d.) as another possible antecedent to the 
modern movement. 
3 He-said/she-said reporting offers opposing sides of a debate to which readers are left to their 
own devices to determine who is more accurate. 
4 With the goal of advancing localized democracy, the civic journalistic reforms of the 1980s 
(Gans, 2003, 36) may be a related movement. 
5 I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for this observation. 
6 Ibid. 
7 In response to greater demands for accountability, The Guardian news organization now has a 
section labeled “Protest” on its website (Friedman, 2016). 
8 A negative binomial regression model is appropriate for this analysis because the outcome 
variable is a measure of the number of fact-checkers which is over-dispersed, meaning the mean 
(M = 0.59) is much lower than the variance (SD = 1.14). 
9 Although due to safety concerns, it may be that the physical location of the fact-checking 
organization is outside a country’s borders. 
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10 Although this figure has likely increased with the attention to fact-checking in the 2016 
presidential election. 
11 See http://www.poynter.org/news/international-fact-checking/379716/fact-checkers-of-the-
world-unite/ 
